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“All That Was the Plot of a Romance”: 
Construction of Identity Through 
Literature in A. S. Byatt’s Possession
The acclaim that Possession received from the general readership and 
academia alike stems from the successful combination of the writer’s ap­
peal to simple narrative curiosity and the intensely literary nature of the 
world she created in the novel. There is close correlation between the 
content of the story and its formal design but the correspondence is un­
obtrusive to the extent of being often overlooked while reading. If the 
writer’s intentions are anything to go by, the reader’s focus on the story 
itself is certainly justified. Byatt once said that Possession was designed 
to resemble “the books people used to enjoy reading while they enjoyed 
reading” (qtd. in Flegel 423). In her critical essay “Old Tales, New Forms” 
Byatt speaks of her personal discovery of “a general European interest in 
story-telling, and in thinking about story-telling” (On Histories and Sto­
ries 123). She confesses that by the time she came to write Possession her 
own fiction had become less self-reflexive and less metaphorical: “my in­
terest in both character and narration had undergone a change -1 felt a 
need to feel and analyse less, to tell more flatly, which is sometimes more 
mysteriously” (On Histories and Stories 131). This attitude seems to be 
reflected in the direction of the plot which leads the characters out of the 
realm of arid academic work into the sphere of intense personal experi­
ence. Yet, as will be argued here, the characters’ progress is not from text 
to life - in fact, they never leave the sphere of literature. 
326 Bożena Kucała
To read the book referentially, as a record of real-life-like experience, 
would be to overlook its essentially textual nature. Possession is an intri­
cate amalgam of multiple texts, ranging over the main narrative, letters, 
diaries, biographies, fairy tales, poems, scholarly essays; all, however, in­
terlocking and ultimately subject to the overall aesthetic design. As Fred­
eric Holmes explains following Linda Hutcheon’s description of histori­
ographic metafiction, the effect created by such interpolated material is 
paradoxical: seemingly documentary texts may create the illusion of re­
ferring to the world outside fiction, while simultaneously, by foreground­
ing their textual mediation, distance the reader from such a reality. What 
complicates the problem in the case of Possession is the fact that all of 
the supposed "documents, ” however accomplished, are forged, just as 
the nineteenth-century characters are fictional, despite being based on 
real Victorian poets. Byatt constructs a Chinese-box-like arrangement, 
with characters citing one another citing literary critics citing poets cit­
ing other poets (Holmes 321). Catherine Burgass calls Possession "a par­
ticularly artful literary object” on account of the number of inset texts 
echoing, interweaving and reinforcing links between the parallel plots 
- although it is doubtful whether she is right in saying that they actually 
deepen the meaning (29). 
The paratextual components of Possession signal the predominance 
of the artifice. In the subtitle Possession identifies itself generically as a ro­
mance. Apart from the immediately discernible application to the (dou­
ble) love story presented in it and the - slightly less discernible - elements 
of chivalric romance implicated in the plot, the use of the term invokes 
the distinction between romance and novel. One of the two epigraphs to 
the book offers Nathaniel Hawthorne’s formulation of this distinction: 
When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that 
he wishes to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, 
which he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed 
to be writing a Novel. The latter form of composition is presumed to aim at 
a very minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and 
ordinary course of man's experience. The former - while as a work of art, it 
must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonably so far as 
it may swerve aside from the truth of the human heart - has fairly a right to 
present that truth under circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer’s own 
choosing or creation... 
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Free from the requirements of verisimilitude which the novel must 
satisfy, Possession gives its creator more liberty to manipulate its mate­
rial in accordance with the preconceived design. Consequently, the rules 
governing the world of Possession differ conspicuously from those of the 
realist mode. The plot abounds in coincidence, incorporates elements of 
Gothic fiction, sensation story, creates pretexts for the inclusion of non­
narrative texts, tying up loose ends and bringing its strands to an improb­
ably neat closure. As the plot progresses, its artistic coherence, especially 
the artful combination of literary allusions, is overtly achieved at the cost 
of plausibility. The departure from the realist mode has obvious implica­
tions for character construction. The characters’ psychological make-up 
and motives for action are predetermined by their role in the plot of ro­
mance. Most characters in Possession, notably the four main ones, are 
professionally engaged in writing or studying literature. They both shape 
texts and are shaped by them, but never disentangle themselves from the 
literary, whether in their professional, private or imaginative life. In the 
formation of their identity text precedes experience, art takes precedence 
over life. One of the multiple meanings of the title justified by the content 
of the book signifies being possessed by literary ghosts. 
The importance of the opening scene must be stressed here since 
it demonstrates how the plot of Possession is generated by books. To 
the young scholar Roland Michell doing his research in the London Li­
brary the place is “alive with history but inhabited also by living poets 
and thinkers who could be found squatting on the slotted metal floors of 
the stacks, or arguing pleasantly at the turning of the stair. Here Carlyle 
had come, here George Eliot had progressed through the bookshelves. 
Roland saw her black silk skirts, her velvet trains, sweeping compressed 
between the Fathers of the Church, and heard her firm foot ring on metal 
among the German poets” (2). For the purposes of his research, Roland 
borrows a copy of Vico’s book once owned by the Victorian poet Ran­
dolph Henry Ash, on whom Roland builds his academic career. Handling 
the book once used by the poet gives Roland a sense of establishing con­
tact with the dead writer. While he seemingly controls the book by taking 
notes and arranging references on his index cards, it is the book that be­
gins to exert its influence on him. Surrounded by piles of paper, Roland is 
separated from the vegetation outside the library window, but the book 
in his hands hides some unsuspected potential for vitality as well. As the 
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Victorian dust is wiped away and Ash’s volume is opened for the first 
time, it springs apart, disgorging dead leaves which, however, continue 
“a kind of rustling and shifting, enlivened by their release” (3). Ash’s book 
discloses also two unfinished love letters which Roland steals from the 
library. While he thinks he has taken possession of the letters, it is in fact 
the letters that in another sense have already taken possession of him, 
sending him on a quest which promises to be academic research but 
which will encroach heavily on his private life. The act of stealing was not 
rationally motivated; as Roland explains later, he took the manuscripts 
"Because they were alive. They seemed urgent - I felt I had to do some­
thing. It was an impulse” (50). 
The quest is driven by literary artefacts throughout. To discover the 
identity of the addressee of the letters, Roland turns to Victorian diaries 
and poetry. This in turn leads him to make the acquaintance of Maud 
Bailey, a specialist on the lesser-known Victorian poet Christabel LaMot­
te, whom he has identified as the addressee. The two literary critics, as 
Maud says, make natural detectives, their evidence being predominantly 
the poetry produced by both poets. It is there that they discover their 
clues. One of LaMotte’s poems leads them to the hidden correspondence. 
On realising that the two Victorians made a secret trip together to York­
shire, Maud and Roland retrace their steps, using volumes of poetry as 
their guidebooks. Gradually they find themselves trapped by the Victo­
rian romance - first studying it out of professional interest, and then re­
enacting it in their own lives. 
As the Victorian affair reveals itself, the relations between the schol­
ars, initially strictly professional, become more and more personal, to the 
point of imitating the nineteenth-century story. As Elisabeth Bronfen put 
it, "the relationship between the two Victorian lives and the two Victo­
rian archives that Roland and Maud come to explore, enmesh a carnal 
with a textual dialogue,” while the literary critics themselves who unravel 
dimensions of meaning in the poetic texts are allowed "to entertain the 
same enmeshment of the textual with the carnal” (117-8).
Initially, before they embark on the quest, Roland and Maud can only 
define themselves in relation to their work, which, however, they experi­
ence as unsatisfactory, lacking any other framework of reference. Indeed, 
their involvement in literary studies makes them distrust the very notion 
of the self. They have been trained in the post-structuralist deconstruc­
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tion of the subject which precludes coherent self-definition. Roland is 
acutely aware of this when he compares Ash’s ambitious attempts at in­
vestigating man and his condition in the universe with his own deriva­
tive, timid academic work and ingrained scepticism. Roland thinks of 
himself as a failure, totally dependent on his tenuous link with the so- 
called Ash Factory i.e. a team of scholars tyrannically ruled by Professor 
Blackadder, working on an edition of Ash’s work. Roland is a part-time re­
search assistant, which gives him a poor position both in academic and 
financial terms. It is suggested that he has been shaped by his mother’s 
expectations, haphazard schools, the rather dull places he lived in, with 
the minimum of personal involvement, with the result that even though 
his formative years are over, he still thinks of himself "as though he were 
an application form, for a job, a degree, a life” (10).
Despite a much better professional standing, Maud experiences a 
similar sense of insubstantiality of her self, some essential inability to 
integrate different self-perceptions: “Narcissism, the unstable self, the 
fractured ego, Maud thought, who am I? A matrix for a susurration of 
texts and codes? It was both a pleasant and an unpleasant idea, this re­
quirement that she thinkof herself as intermittent and partial” (251). Her 
appearance, her flat and her office strike everyone as “icily regular, splen­
didly null.” She conceals her anxiety by erecting a façade of unapproach­
able perfect blankness. Just as Roland is committed to Ash, Maud recog­
nises that she leads a ghostly existence, feeding on and living through 
the vitality of LaMotte. Hence Richard Todd claims that “the sole raison 
d'être of these twentieth-century counterparts, perhaps even that which 
identifies them and constructs them existentially, is the very retrieval of 
the nineteenth-century originals” (104).
Yet, as Jackie Buxton notes, “The contemporary scholars might re­
flect on their theoretically unstable subjectivity, their textualized status 
as a nexus of competing discursive formations, but they do so as fully 
rounded fictional characters” (212). Despite Possession’s entanglement 
in a complex network of intertextual relations, Byatt refuses to deal with 
the problem of identity in a possible metafictional gesture of making 
the characters aware of their fictionality. This illusion is not broken; in­
stead, self-definition poses a genuine challenge to all the main charac­
ters. While Roland and Maud begin to acknowledge the uncanny affinity 
between their story and the Victorian one, most of the literary allusions 
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embedded in both stories - by the writer’s decree - escape their notice. 
Yet, all the fictional existences shown in Possession ultimately imitate lit­
erary figures. Indeed, part of Byatt’s success in Possession lies in creating 
plausible characters who are nevertheless exposed as inscribed in well- 
known literary conventions, including the old-fashioned device of using 
analogous names or direct presentation through combining features of 
character with physical appearance. In spite of the inner vacuity of both 
Roland and Maud, in each inheres the potential for embodying a literary 
character. Even Maud’s "splendid nullity” is, paradoxically, not neutral 
- this is a phrase used by Tennyson to describe the eponymous heroine of 
his monodrama. Roland and Maud fail to see what the narration makes 
explicit from the start: they are conflations of multiple literary allusions. 
Roland’s name marks him out for the role of knight he duly comes to play. 
In the course of his professional quest he also finds himself pursuing the 
beautiful and inaccessible Maud whose glass-walled office is situated on 
top of a building called Tennyson Tower. The Women’s Studies Centre, 
which Roland apprehensively enters, bears some resemblance to the ex­
clusively women’s country in The Princess. Many trials and tribulations 
await him before he can achieve his aim, and he owes his success to true 
gentleness and modesty. He also has a chance to display his chivalry res­
cuing a lady in a wheelchair near her house, which gains him and Maud 
access to the castle-like residence. The comic bathroom episode in the 
castle temporarily cast him and Maud in the roles of a medieval Bre­
ton knight and his fairy wife - a modified version of the legend is the 
subject of LaMotte’s epic The Fairy Melusina. Roland also has his pe­
riod of desolation, which likens him to the despairing lover of Maud in 
Tennyson’s poem and the hero of Browning’s "Childe Roland to the Dark 
Tower Came,” which in turn echoes a song in King Lear. Likewise, Maud’s 
name determines the course of her life. While she shares her first name 
with the heroine of Tennyson’s Maud, her surname "Bailey” not only sig­
nals the presence of her psychological defences, but also forges a link 
between her seclusion and the situation of the Lady of Shalott. However, 
Maud’s descent from the tower is not so much into real life as into the 
plot of romance.
The initial stasis is replaced by enactment of dynamic roles as both 
scholars lose their critical distance and move beyond practising literary 
criticism to incarnation of literary figures. The characters’ capacity for 
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taking on various roles offered by literary tradition is in evidence espe­
cially in the opening of Chapter 15, where a man and a woman travelling 
on the train (possibly serving also as an echo of The French Lieutenant’s 
Woman) are presented in a way which enables them to embody both the 
Victorian poets and the modern couple following in their footsteps. This 
is confirmed by the conclusion of the novel, where Maud turns out to be 
a direct descendant of the Victorian poets’ illegitimate daughter, while 
Roland discovers in himself a poetic gift, which makes him Ash’s liter­
ary disciple.
The affinity with the Victorians compels a change in self-definition. 
The initial theoretical self-consciousness, the postmodern notion of the 
human subject bars Roland and Maud from emotional commitment. As 
the narrator knowingly comments,
they were children of a time and culture which mistrusted love, “in love,” ro­
mantic love, romance in toto, and which nevertheless in revenge proliferated 
sexual language, linguistic sexuality, analysis, dissection, deconstruction, 
exposure.... Roland had learned to see himself, theoretically, as a crossing­
place for a number of systems, all loosely connected. He had been trained to 
see his idea of his “self” as an illusion, to be replaced by a discontinuous ma­
chinery and electrical message network of various desires, ideological beliefs 
and responses, language forms and hormones and pheromones. Mostly he 
liked this. He had no desire for any strenuous Romantic self-assertion.
(424)
Yet, Roland and Maud are no longer free to decide. Roland reflects, 
with a mixture of postmodernist pleasure and superstitious dread, that 
they are driven by a plot, synonymous with fate, which seemed to be "not 
their plot or fate but that of those others” (421). Roland is able to identify 
the type of plot and acknowledge himself and Maud as characters in a 
romance.
The identity-forming impulses come from different ontological lev­
els: the poetry - forged by A.S. Byatt - that the scholars study, real lit­
erary tradition in which the book is immersed, and the fictional Victo­
rian lives which nevertheless combine elements of authentic Victorian 
biographies. But even within the world of fiction the status of the Victo­
rian lives has been problematised. It is important to note that it is not the 
nineteenth-century events that ultimately provide the model plot which 
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traps Roland and Maud. The plot of romance is prior to the Victorian ex­
perience, too. And Ash, in his letters to LaMotte, also refers to a plot or 
fate which seems to drive them. Ash and LaMotte meet as mature poets, 
with LaMotte already familiar with and personally affected by Ash’s work. 
Most of their relationship takes place by means of exchanging letters and 
poems. As Susan Stock Thomas points out, the relationship is fiction­
alised from the start because “the epistolary medium provided a way to 
create and present selves for and to each other before they actually met 
face to face" (88). In the nineteenth-century part of the book the narra­
tor of Possession refrains from direct presentation of the characters, in­
stead quoting their writing, which effects textual self-construction. And 
so LaMotte presents herself to Ash through the riddle of an egg, point­
ing out that this is an emblem of herself. Ash is invited and inclined to 
interpret her riddling poems in the spirit in which they are offered i.e. 
as allegories of herself and her attitude to him. LaMotte's work on the 
poem The Fairy Melusina is intertwined with her life history; in her final 
letter to Ash she identifies herself as another embodiment of the myth­
ical figure. For his part, Ash links his surname to the magical ash tree in 
his reworking of the Norse saga. Ash shares with LaMotte his dramatic 
monologues, or, in his own phrase, "those other lives of mine” (158). He 
confesses to his inability to construct a non-literary kind of dialogue:
So I speak to you [LaMotte) - or not speak, write to you, write written speech 
- a strange mixture of kinds - I speak to you as I might speak to all those 
who most possess my thoughts - to Shakespeare, to Thomas Browne, to John 
Donne, to John Keats - and find myself unpardonably lending you, who are 
alive, my voice, as I habitually lend it to those dead men - (177)
Ash’s urgency to proceed with the relationship with Christabel La­
Motte matches his interest in the possible ending of Coleridge’s Christa­
bel. LaMotte replies by recalling her own meeting with Coleridge, who on 
hearing her name vaguely remarked on the possibility of a not unhappy 
ending of the poem - which foreshadows LaMotte’s future. The progress 
of the Ash - LaMotte romance is inevitably implicated in literary models, 
including chivalric romance, the Melusina legend, Victorian poems. Ash 
self-consciously and ironically invokes a literary context while describ­
ing his approach to her house: “Now, as all good knights in all good tales 
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do -1 was riding along, a little apart, and musing to myself. I was making 
my way along a grassy ride in what you might well have supposed to be 
an enchanted stillness" (181). He actually suggests that the development 
of the relationship is propelled by his literary imagination:
... my vision occurred in a ride in Richmond Park.... I... felt a vague un­
ease as though its woody plantations and green spaces were girdled with an 
unspoken spell of prohibition - as your Cottage is - as Shalott was to the 
knights - as the woods of sleep are in the tale, with their sharp briar hedges. 
Now on the level of tales, you know, all prohibitions are made only to be 
broken, must be broken - as is indeed instanced in your own Melusina with 
striking ill-luck to the disobedient knight. It may be even that I might not 
have come to ride in the park if it had not had the definite glitter and glam­
our of the enclosed and barred. (181)
Likewise, the literary critic Roland has an increased degree of literary 
self-consciousness; he makes a similar observation about himself and 
Maud:
“Falling in love,” characteristically, combs the appearances of the world, and 
of the particular lover’s history, out of a random tangle and into a coher­
ent plot. Roland was troubled by the idea that the opposite might be true. 
Finding themselves in a plot, they might suppose it appropriate to behave 
as though it was that sort of plot. (422)
Byatt shows a persistent pattern of writers’ and literary scholars’ un­
easy relationship with literature. The dependence is of course mutual: 
the text is subject to the activities of the writer / critic but retains its ca­
pacity not only to assert its autonomy but also to control and manipu­
late them in turn. The amount of literary contrivance that went into the 
construction of the characters is signalled by the second epigraph to Pos­
session, which quotes Browning’s poem "Mr Sludge the Medium,” where 
the protagonist and indirectly his creator defends his manner of speaking 
through invented personae. In loosely modelling her twentieth-century 
characters on her nineteenth-century ones, the latter on several real Vic­
torian figures and all on a multiplicity of literary ones, Byatt at another 
remove imitates Browning’s ventriloquism and ultimately leaves her in­
formed reader in no doubt that this is a world - in Hawthorne’s phrase - 
“of the writer’s one choosing or creation.”
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